
































































































































































































 When you think of the word gimmick, several things come to mind. “Cheap,” or “Tacky,” 
or maybe even “Annoying.” The word gimmick has come to be associated with these feelings 
and ideas because we are constantly being inundated by products we associate with them. We 
think of gimmicks as cheap tactics employed by corporations to sell products. We think of cereal 
boxes with toys in them, toothbrushes that play music when you use them, or more recently, 
electronic hover boards as Christmas gifts. All of these products with unnecessary add-ons that 
are seemingly only attempting to take advantage of industry trends and exploit children or 
unwitting consumers in order to maximize profit. Gimmicks seem disingenuous, and often times 
I think they are. 
 Gimmicks aren’t always bad, however. Often times, gimmicks have become extremely 
useful and permanent features. For example, the shampoo and ketchup worlds were 
revolutionized in 1991 when a precision-molding shop owner named Paul Brown invented the 
upside-down bottle. This bottle design, that prevented leaking and allowed for immediate 
dispensing of the shampoo/ketchup was picked up by ketchup companies like Heinz and Hunt 
and eventually was adopted by virtually every company that sold a product in a similar bottle 
(Greve, 2007). This gimmick that changed an entire industry started out as a novel and simple 
idea. 
 We see gimmicks in competition too. Trick plays, unorthodox player techniques or team 
strategies, and interesting rule decisions are all sometimes seen as gimmicks. A knuckleball 
pitch in baseball is an incredibly rare pitching style that almost no one does, and when pitchers 
do throw knuckleballs, it’s exciting to watch as not many batters or catchers are experienced 
with it. However, many coaches don’t want knuckleball pitchers, as they don’t think it is a 
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respectable way to play the game of baseball (Memmott, 2019). Similarly, in the sport of 
basketball, the shot clock was introduced to deter players from not attempting shots. A famous 
game between The Fort Wayne Pistons and the Minneapolis Lakers where The Pistons won 
with a score of 19-18 total prompted the NBA to institute a shot clock. The low-scoring games 
were seen as boring and uninteresting, and against the spirit of the game (NBA).   
 Another place we see gimmicks a lot is on the web. Attention is an extremely valuable 
resource on the internet. Thousands of advertisements are thrown at us every second while 
browsing the web, hoping that we’ll give a few seconds of our time to view their website or app 
or video. Because of this, lots of companies have tried to use gimmicks to increase engagement 
with their advertisements, and to attempt to increase traffic on their websites, apps, etc. 
Websites have also employed gimmicks on the sites themselves. Small interactions with 
buttons, popups, videos, and animations have been developed to increase enjoyment and 
interaction with sites. 
 Gimmicks are so wholly pervasive in our media, forms of competition, and everyday 
lives, that it’s impossible to escape them. I want to examine and provide demonstrations of 
several prominent gimmicks in these areas to analyze how and why gimmicks are seen in such 
a negative light.  
 
Definitions 
In this article, I want to dive as deeply as possible into what gimmicks are, and how they 
affect people's interaction with sports, media, and the Internet. I think before we jump into that 
however, we need to define what a gimmick is. This is much more complicated as it sounds 
though. The concept of gimmicks is an incredibly nuanced and layered one. Before we even 
begin to define what gimmicks are, we need to define a few other terms.  
The first term that I’d like to define to begin to set the stage for talking about gimmicks is 
the concept of novelty. Novelty, as defined by Merriam-Webster, is, “The quality of being new 
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or unusual” (Merriam-Webster, 2019). Novelty seems deeper than this though. I would expand 
this definition to be, “The quality of being new, unusual, surprising, or unique.” I think novelty 
implies surprise and uniqueness. We call things new or unusual all the time without thinking of 
them as novel. In order for us to label something as being a novelty, it needs to surprise us by 
being different from what we normally expect. We call new food inventions novel because they 
are unique and unconventional, not necessarily because they are simply new. I think that 
novelty is the first of many factors that constitute something being a gimmick.  
The second concept I’d like to define is the concept of value. I want to define value 
specifically as it relates to devices or ideas, or products and services. As with novelty, I’ll start 
with the Merriam-Webster definition, as It’s a good springboard into further analysis. Merriam-
Webster defines value as, “Relative worth, utility, or importance” or, “Something (such as a 
principle or quality) intrinsically valuable or desirable” (Merriam-Webster, 2019). I think the latter 
definition is especially important when discussing value as related to gimmicks. These 
definitions imply that value is inherent in everything. That everything is on some scale or 
spectrum of desirability or importance, and that this value is naturally of the thing itself. I think 
that I would change this definition as well to reflect the environment that I will be analyzing 
gimmicks in. I would change this definition to say that value is something inherent in the person 
viewing or analyzing the device, idea, product, or service. All consumers, users, or people hold 
different things in different light, and thus, we assign value to different things differently. I’d say 
that value is the importance that an individual places on a device or idea based on their 
experiences, needs, and background.” 
The third and most important concept that we need to define before jumping into how 
gimmicks are defined is the concept of attention. The Merriam-Webster definition for attention 
states that it is, “The act or state of applying the mind to something” or, “a condition of readiness 
for such attention involving especially a selective narrowing or focusing of consciousness and 
receptivity.” I think that this definition applies fairly well to how I’m defining gimmicks for this 
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paper, so I don’t think I’ll add anything to it. I do want to stress however the importance of 
attention, and its connection to novelty and value. Attention itself isn’t a property of gimmicks 
like novelty or value, it’s more a product of gimmicks. Or possibly the goal. Attention is what 
results from a successful gimmick.  
Now that we’ve defined novelty, value, and attention, we can move on to describing how 
these three concepts intersect to create a gimmick. For the final time, we’ll start with the 
Merriam-Webster definition. The dictionary has several definitions, already showing how 
complicated the term is. The first definition states that a gimmick is, “A mechanical device for 
secretly and dishonestly controlling gambling apparatus.” Or, “An ingenious or novel mechanical 
device.” This isn’t really how we’re defining gimmicks. The synonym “Gadget” is supplied here, 
which doesn’t seem to fit. The second definition says, “An important feature that is not 
immediately apparent.” This gets more towards how I’m trying to define gimmicks. I would say 
that gimmicks are not always important, and sometimes they are incredibly apparent and 
obvious. The third definition says, “An ingenious and usually new scheme or angle,” and the 
fourth definition says, “A trick or device used to attract business or attention.” These last two 
definitions are getting much more to how I see gimmicks. Gimmicks are often novel and 
ingenious; they capture people’s attention based on their uniqueness and element of surprise. 
Gimmicks are also often thought of as tricks or devices. They are thought to be cheap or tacky, 
or somehow disingenuous. 
I think that these definitions paint a pretty good picture of what gimmicks are, and 
provide a good basis for how I’ll be examining the different gimmicks presented in this article. 
 
Sports 
 Sports and competition are an area where gimmicks are incredibly prominent. The 
ultimate goal of competition is to win, so individuals engaging in sports or games that are 
competitive will often do whatever it takes to win, and that includes using techniques or 
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strategies that could be seen by spectators or other players as being gimmicky. Usually these 
techniques employ strategies that rely on unique or unorthodox play that isn’t seen very often, 
or they rely on their opponent not knowing how to react or combat their technique. Most of these 
types of strategies and techniques are looked down upon or discouraged in their respective 
competitive communities.  
 Several different techniques in several different sports have been considered gimmicks. 
As alluded to in the title and introduction of this article, the knuckleball pitch in baseball is an 
extremely well-known gimmick. The knuckleball pitch is performed by holding the ball with your 
knuckles, hence the name, or by digging the fingernails into the ball. Once thrown, the ball spins 
much less than a regular pitch and follows an erratic and slow path through the air, making it 
difficult for batters to hit.  
The knuckleball pitch is incredibly novel. In the 2018 MLB season, there were only a 
handful of prominent knuckleball pitchers, notably among them being Red Sox pitcher Steven 
Wright. The knuckleball pitch is so difficult, and so different from a regular fastball pitch, that you 
have to basically abandon practicing any other pitch in order to master it (James, Neyer, 2004). 
Throughout baseball history the knuckleball has been considered an oddball pitch and has 
never really broken into being a mainstream part of the way baseball is played. 
The most interesting thing about the knuckleball however is how the community 
surrounding baseball perceives the knuckleball. It has continually been looked down upon by 
baseball players and fans alike for being against the spirit of the game. Alan Nathan, a physics 
professor at the University of Illinois Mark Memmott from NPR that, "There's a stigma attached 
to the knuckleball" by many in baseball. "It's seen as a 'trick pitch.' It's not 'really baseball.' " 
(Memmott, 2013). This idea is held by many different baseball fans and players. They see the 
knuckleball as a gimmick with little value to the game of baseball.  
The modern high jump technique is another technique originally perceived as a gimmick. 
High jump as a track and field event has been constantly revolutionized over its history as a 
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sport. Since its inception in the 19th century, high jumpers have consistently come up with new 
and different gimmicks to increase their height. Jumpers initially would simply run towards the 
bar and attempt to leap straight over it, or would attempt to lift one leg over first and roll their 
body over the bar. However, at the 1968 Summer Olympics, American high jumper Dick 
Fosbury took home the gold medal by utilizing a technique now referred to as, “The Fosbury 
Flop.” The technique involved jumping over the bar backwards, head and shoulders first, and 
flopping on to the mat behind the bar. This technique eventually spread to nearly every single 
other high jump competition, and still to this day remains the most popular technique for high 













































































 Gimmicks on the internet are significantly different from gimmicks in sports or in 
advertising and media. Gimmicks on the internet aren’t necessarily to increase sales, or to gain 
the upper hand in competition. Gimmicks on the Internet are often used to keep people on the 
sites that they are using, or to increase engagement with the site’s content, or to even increase 
enjoyment with the site. When the internet first became popular, gimmicks were everywhere. 
Audio playing when you loaded the site, guest books, site visit counters, obnoxiously patterned 
backgrounds, bright fonts and colors, etc. There were countless gimmicks employed by 




This was a common site on the early internet. These gimmicks were novel, had no value, and 
were incredibly attention-grabbing, usually to the point of being annoying or distracting. 
 Today however, gimmicks are still there but have become subtler, and in the 
background. Small interactions or animations have replaced huge spectacles and loud music. 
On Twitter for example, when you like a Tweet, a small confetti animation plays. On Facebook, 
the status update text box reads, “What’s on your mind?” before you type anything. Google has 
an endless amount of Easter eggs buried in Google Maps, the Google search engine, and all of 
their various other products. These gimmicks aren’t in your face anymore, they are pleasant and 
low key.  
 Not all of these gimmicks are pleasant however. Another form of gimmick on the web 
has risen in recent years that aims to take advantage of users. These gimmicks, referred to as 
dark UI patterns, trick users into signing up for things that they don’t want to, go to sites that 
they didn’t mean to go to, and generally do things that the users don’t necessarily want to do. 
Some of these patterns (pulled from darkpatterns.org, an organization aiming to spread 
awareness of the patterns) include commerce sites slipping additional products into your 
purchase basket before you buy, hidden fees and costs, timed and unavoidable popups, and 
clickable advertisements that look like buttons or navigational elements. These patterns take 
advantage of our sense of what is normal and expected on the internet. 
 
Conclusion 
 Gimmicks get a bad reputation. We see them everyday, and they seem cheap, or forced, 
and often times they are. But I think that gimmicks are misunderstood. Gimmicks can be cheap 
tactics employed by uncreative, uninspired, and sometimes even malicious corporations trying 
to steal your money and attention, but sometimes they can be helpful, efficient, pleasant, and 
sometimes even turn into universally loved and enjoyed products or techniques. 
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